The effect of different housing conditions on behavioural and adrenocortical reactions in veal calves.
Veal calves were housed either tethered indoors on slatted floorings or loose in groups of eight in a semi-open barn with straw bedding. Six weeks after arrival at the station the calves were submitted to a 10-min open-field session in either the same environment as the one in which they were housed or in the alternative environment. During this session, activity, latency time to first movement and duration of immobility were scored and blood samples were taken for cortisol determination before and after the session. In both instances, the tethered calves exhibited higher activity scores and shorter periods of immobility. Plasma cortisol levels were significantly affected by testing conditions but not by housing conditions, i.e. plasma cortisol levels increased more when the animals were tested in a different environment from the one in which they were housed. Adrenal cortex response to repeated blood sampling and to ACTH injections was found to be significantly higher in tethered calves. These results show that housing conditions strongly influenced the behaviour and endocrine activity of the calves. The dynamics of these changes need further study.